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Novak: Naturalistic Assumptions and the Book of Mormon

naturalistic assumptions
and the book of mormon
gary F novak
how shall we sing the lords song in a strange land

psalm 1374

in 1966 leonard J arrington claimed that the details of
mormon history and culture can be studied in human or naturalistic
terms indeed must be so studied and without thus rejecting
the churchs
churche origin and work 1 1 he explored neither the assumptions nor consequences of histories done in naturalistic terms
though he noted that the topic warrants a full essay 2 the purpose
of this essay is to subject some of the assumptions and consequences
of histories produced in naturalistic terms to scrutiny 3 in keeping
with the theme of this issue of BYU studies 1I shall limit my discussion to one aspect of mormon history the so called environmental explanation of the book of mormon 4
monnon provide
environmental explanations of the book of mormon
a good starting point for clarifying the logic and implications of
naturalistic explanations because of the way their controlling
categories and assumptions are exploited environmental explanations are often constructed to replace or compete with joseph
smiths own explanation of the origin and content of the book of
mormon some quarters of the so called new mormon history
have popularized the environmental explanation suggesting that
joseph smith wrote the book of mormon by weaving into it various
aspects of his immediate social and cultural environment 5 As might
be expected there are major disagreements on detail among those
espousing such explanations but the basic components of the
argument including the logic and even the language or rhetoric are
not affected by such differences
historical explanations seem to rest on background assumptions that within certain limits mark the boundaries and establish
gary F novak holds an MA in political science from brigham young university and is currently living
in chandler arizona
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the logic of the explanation frequently these background assumptions instead of being made or understood explicitly are built into
the language and structure of the argument hence in order to begin
to unpack the assumptions built into an explanation and thereby
begin to clarify their logical and rhetorical function careful attention must be given to the language used to frame the argument the
structure of the argument itself and the relationship of the language
to the structure
some of the language used to frame naturalistic assumptions
appeared in the 1930s and 1940s within the circle associated with
dale morgan and fawn M brodie the materials exchanged by
morgan and brodie and such associates as bernard devoto juanita
brooks and madeline reeder mcquown contain interesting clues
to the assumptions at work behind their naturalistic explanations
the ideology embedded in the use of naturalistic terms and
assumptions was articulated by dale morgan at least as early as
1943 when he referred to fawn brodie as a naturalistic biographer in 1945 he set forth the ideology behind that language in his
comments on brodies biography of joseph smith no man knows
my history 6 that ideology determined the sort of explanations the
brodie morgan circle fashioned to which they assigned high explan atory power prior to the publication of the materials assembled
planatory
by B H roberts 7 the most comprehensive and coherent and certainly the most popular and well known naturalistic explanation of
monnon was found in no man knows my history 8
the book of mormon
morgan assisted brodie with her work by supplying primary source
materials and then by criticizing and polishing her manuscript 9
morgan also reviewed the book defended brodie from critics and
maintained an extensive correspondence with her 10 while they
differed on some points of interpretation they shared a similar
naturalistic outlook and framework of interpretation
vetos review of no man
after the publication of bernard devotos
devotus
de Votos
knows my history the case of the prophet joseph smith
morgan wrote to devoto to contest several items 11 in the course of
that exchange morgan described without apparent opposition
from devoto the horizon from which they understood the book of
mormon as naturalistic 12 in a letter to juanita brooks written
only five days earlier also addressing issues raised by no man
knows my history morgan articulated at least some of the assumptions that constituted what he called his naturalistic point of
view claiming that the fundamental choices one made on the
restored gospel and especially on the foundation experiences were
rooted in an acceptance or rejection of god 13 he justified his rejection of divine things including god angels and anything
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remotely miraculous on what might be understood as epistemological and ontological grounds it all boils down finally to that old
philosophical conundrum what is truth there is no absolute or
final definition of truth it has emotional values for some people
intellectual values for others our confusions are consequent in
some degree upon the fact that people try to square their emotional
truths with the intellect while their intellectual truths they try to
invest with emotional meanings 14
historicist
ist
building upon what may be described as a radical historicism
historic
understanding of truth morgan went on to describe his epistemological concerns15
concerns 15 you may hear someone a returned missionary in the pulpit say pronounce a judgment like this I know that
god lives 1I know that joseph was a prophet of god 1I know that the
gospel is true and will be the salvation of mankind you cannot
challenge that knowledge you cant bring any logic to bear against
it he knows what he knows and there is nothing more that can be
said 16 hence from within a framework of historical objectivism
morgan provided an argument for rejecting emotional truths
mormons accept as divine revelawhich he connected with what cormons
tions in favor of intellectual truths which have something to do
with or are in some way connected to logic and reason
morgan then explored some of the consequences of his positi
position
politi
on
1

we have my attitude

which I1 believe is substantially fawns 1I feel
absolutely no necessity to postulate the existence of god as explanation of anything whatever to me god exists only as a force in
human conduct consequent upon the hypothecation of such a being
essentially my views are atheist but 1I call myself an
by man
agnostic because 1I regard professing atheists as being as much
theists
ts the one says 1 I know there isnt a
deluded as professing atheists
theis
god the other 1 I know that there is and 1I find the proof lacking
in either case thus when 1I formulate my views 1I say that 1I have no
personal belief in god and see no necessity for the existence of such
a being 17

without hiding what might be described as his positivist
assumptions morgan articulated the basis of his naturalistic point
of view that provided the horizon from which he and brodie
fashioned environmental explanations of the book of mormon
with my point of view on god I1 am incapable of accepting the
mormons
claims of joseph smith and the cormons
Mormons be they however so
convincing if god does not exist how can joseph smiths story
have any possible validity 1I will look everywhere for explanations
except to the ONE explanation that is the position of the church 18
in another letter morgan described the naturalistic approach to
mormon things as including a disbelief in the concept of god he
monnon
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labeled this approach objective and unbiased although he
recognized that it appeared to be a bias from the point of view of
the believer however he claimed as a practical historian one
must take the standpoint that causes and effects proceed directly out
of human behavior that mens difficulties are occasioned by human
inadequacy not by any special favor or disfavor granted to individuals by god morgan understood this to be the point of view
of the sociologist the psychologist the political economic and
social historian 19 thus morgans disposition towards naturalistic
categories and assumptions was based upon a fundamental decision
or dogmatic opinion about deity against which he would allow
nothing to count and which he regarded as necess
ary for the
necessary
objective unbiased historian
in his 15 december letter to juanita brooks morgan described what he liked to call the great divide that necessarily
separates believers and un
unbelievers
believers on the issue of the authenticity
of the book of mormon
fawn has clarified my thinking on the question of whether joseph
was indeed a conscious fraud and imposter 1I was half disposed to
accept a median point of view where mormon and non mormon may
almost meet the mormon may consent to the idea that the plates
were only apparently real that joseph gained access to them through
a series of visions as a concession from the original mormon
contention that the plates could be felt and hefted and the non
mormon may conceive of joseph as a victim of delusions a dreamy
mystic so to speak but when you get at the hard core of the situation
the book of mormon as an objective fact there isnt any middle
mormons and anti
ground it becomes as simple a matter as the cormons
mormons originally said it was either joseph was all he claimed to
cormons
be or during the period at least of the writing of the book of mormon
he was a conscious fraud and imposter 20

morgan thought that fawns theory of the sources and origins of
the book of mormon the one most reasonable in light of the
available facts and also held that there may be good reason to
think that fawn has actually hit upon the truth of the matter 21
morgans own explanation of the book of mormon though he
left it sketchy and fragmentary was consistent with his naturalistic
point of view 22 he saw the production of the book of mormon as
a culmination of rather than a break with josephs highly flavored
past joseph smith understood by morgan as a magician engaged
in unabashed hocus pocus and sustained sleight of hand perforthrough the next eighteen months while writing the
mance
book of mormon the book itself evolved naturally from the
circumstances of joseph smiths growing up the world he lived in
his interests and needs 23 joseph floated upon the seas of his time
11
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picking up all sorts of ideas floating in the social vacuum of his
time 24 morgan thought that the parallels between the book he
historico religious
joseph eventually published and a popular historicoreligious
treatise of this decade ethan smiths view of the hebrews are too
view of the hebrews he
striking to pass without comment
claimed reads almost like a manual of instruction for intending
prophets seers revelatory
revelators and translators although the book of
mormon mirrored only josephs milieu it also quite uncon1125
25 morgans explanation is thus not
scious ly mirrored his mind 1525
sciously
only environmental that is product of culture it is also genuinely naturalistic appealing to social science concepts of magic and
culture and to some vague notion of the unconscious drawn from the
popular understanding of the psychology of his period
pieced together morgans argument has something like the
following vonn
form since there is no final definition of truth that is
fonn
since the truth of statements is dependent upon individual subjective values and is hence transient and since there is no god or at
least no naturalistic way to adequately determine his existence
the proof is lacking for either his existence or nonexistence
joseph could not have produced the book of mormon in the way he
claimed therefore the book of mormon is not authentic history and
must be a conscious deception one must look to josephs environment to discover how and why he produced the book of mormon
throughout the course of morgans argument his naturalistic
assumptions including assumptions provided by the horizon of
historical objectivism and historicism through which he viewed the
world provide the foundations and determine the conclusions
the way in which the story of the book of mormon is told through
naturalistic terms or in some other way will be first a reflection of
the conscious assumptions of the teller and second a reflection of
the categories employed to fashion the explanation since according to morgan the book of mormon could not be an authentic
ancient history of gods dealings with his people morgan thought
it necessary to fashion environmental or psychological explanations to account for the books origin those explanations in their
turn or at least the categories and assumptions used to fashion those
tum
explanations will make judgments about deity and the fundamental constitution of man and his relationship to divine things
fundamentally morgans argument begs the question of the
authenticity of the book of mormon his conclusion represents only
a more subtle version of his premises since the question of the
existence of god is one of the questions opened up by the very
existence and content of the book of mormon and since the
mediation of gods and angels in human things is an integral part of
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joseph smiths story morgan begs the question of the authenticity
of the book of mormon with his premise that god does not exist
but the question begging goes well beyond morgans explicit
personal expression of unbelief extending to the categories and
assumptions the categories of the sociologist the psychologist
the political economic and social historian
that he employed in
explaining the book of mormon 26 morgan fashioned his story and
employed the categories and assumptions of the social and behavioral sciences in such a way that joseph smith could be neither
sincere nor the bearer of authentic messages of the gods for
example his appeal to the unconscious contains hidden assumptions about deity and his product of culture explanation of the
book of mormon is expressly structured to exclude what he called
the ONE explanation that is the position of the church
given the close connection between brodie and morgan and
considering that morgan was never able to finish his manuscript
careful attention to brodies naturalistic environmental explanation
of the book of mormon and the assumptions upon which it rests
seems warranted in order to discover some of the ways in which
naturalistic assumptions affect both the choice of explanatory
categories and the rhetorical structure of the argument brodie
articulated her controlling assumptions at various times and in
various places in 1967 while considering changes in no man
knows my history for the second edition she told monsignor
jerome stoffel that she rejected the supernatural aspects of the
christian story 27 in a 1975 interview she admitted that she was
convinced before 1I ever began writing the book that joseph smith
28 although she thought belief necessarily
was not a true prophet 1128
involved a corrupting bias that colors
selections
omissions
and
point of view she apparently did not think unbelief or
disbelief involved similar biases 29 disbelief from her perspective
provided the biographer the necessary intellectual detachment to
write a really fair biography 30
like morgan brodies environmental explanation of the
origin and content of the book of mormon is also entwined with a
psychological account of the motivations of its author neither
brodie nor morgan was content with simply identifying a list of
supposed nineteenth century sources for the book of mormon
both thought a psychological account of its author necessary for an
adequate explanation ordinary new york farm boys did not
produce long and complicated religious histories only joseph
smith did that sort of thing whatever else he may have been joseph
was an obvious exception to the rule
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although brodie found it easy enough to deride its style she
thought the sources of the book of mormon absolutely american
an obscure compound of folklore moral platitude mysticism
and millennialism 31 she fashioned her naturalistic explanation so
that the books matter is drawn directly from the american
frontier from the impassioned revivalist sermons the popular
fallacies about indian origin and the current political crusades
the book she thought was best explained by josephs responsi
siveness
veness to the provincial opinions of his times 32 according to
brodie it may have been view odthe
of the hebrews that gave joseph
ofthe
smith the idea of writing an indian history in the first place in fact
ethan smiths theory of the origin of the indian mounds was
exactly the same as that which formed the heart of the book of
mormon story 33 referring directly to B H robertss parallel
to which she had access she went on to detail the striking
parallelisms between the two books that in her view hardly leave
a case for mere coincidence 34
although brodie saw view of the hebrews as the basic
source for the book of mormon she claimed that joseph also
borrowed from his own family traditions vigorously attacked
the catholic church in response to the influx of catholics brought
by the erie canal borrowed stories from the bible inserted
bald parallels of masonic oaths attempted to settle the religious
conflicts that were splitting the churches in the 1820s and threw
in calvinism and arminianism when it suited him 35
in her 1971 supplement to no man knows my history
while not repudiating her earlier theory brodie began to explore
to
the extent to which the book of mormon provides clues
joseph smiths inner conflicts by then she thought she could see
joseph smiths own inner conflict in the fratricidal strife
described in the book of mormon the book of mormon
provides tantalizing clues to the conflicts raging within joseph
smith including his unconscious fantasies of guilt and fear 36
by this time she had explicitly placed joseph in a psychological
category he was an imposter and his literary productions were
a result of that imposture 37
brodie then makes two claims concerning the book of mormon one narrowly psychological the other broadly environmental
but both entirely naturalistic her psychological claim presents
joseph as an extremely complex extremely conflicted personality
and suggests that the book of mormon like many first novels can be
read to a limited degree as autobiography 38 her environmental thesis
holds that joseph fabricated the book of mormon from the political
and religious currents and the folklore of the american frontier
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the explanatory power of brodies theories about the book of

mormon rests upon her fundamental assumptions which involve a
rejection of the supernatural and an embracing of the natural
that in many crucial instances dogmatically excludes deity from the
account in short brodies explanations come down squarely on the
unbelieving side of morgans great divide
the explanations of both morgan and brodie ignore or
compete with what we might call the internal interpretation of the
book of mormon what it says about itself the book contains
categories and assumptions that form the basis for understanding
those inside the story or narrative these understandings make
sometimes obvious sometimes subtle claims upon us as readers
one of the fundamental assumptions of the book of mormon is that
the heavens open from time to time and that god makes his will
known to man both brodie and morgan personally and through
the categories and assumptions they brought to their investigations
of mormon things denied a priori the possibility of what they labeled the supernatural and hence dogmatically excluded at least
this one fundamental even crucial assumption of the internal
understanding of the book of mormon in place of the assumptions
and categories found in the book of mormon morgan and brodie
substituted naturalistic ones which are foreign to and which funda
damentally contradict the internal understanding of the book itself
brodies argument therefore represents only a more sophisticated
version of morgans question begging she accepts all of the
assumptions he articulated or at least the most important while for
the most part concealing them within the charming rhetoric and
structure of her argument
much of the work of the so called new mormon history on
the foundation experiences has in some ways been an effort to
separate and distance itself from brodies explanations while at the
same time recognizing no man knows my history as a major
landmark for example robert B flanders declared in 1974 that a
new era dawned with her book claiming that all subsequent
serious studies of early mormonism have necessarily had brodie as
arlington reported
a referent point 39 davis bitton and leonard arrington
that brodies book quickly established itself to national readers as
the standard biography 40
the writings of marvin S hill provide an interesting case
torys ambivalent judgment of
historys
study of the new mormon His
brodie he has devoted considerable attention to her work including two review essays on no man knows my history 41 he has
called no man knows my history an immensely important book
a powerful book and asserted that much of her history retains its
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relevance and authenticity he added however that it falls short
of greatness because of fundamental weaknesses which no amount
1142
42
of patching in a later edition can correct 5142
hill has called into
question the details of brodies perspective her objectivity and
her research 43 the explanation of the book of mormon arising
from hills criticism ofbrodie
of
brodle thus differs from hers in both detail
brodie
and perspective in this hills work is rather typical of recent
explanations of the book of mormon further reason why it
provides useful example of the explanations typically offered by the

new history 44
hill has described his approach to brodie as an attempt to
on her own secularterms
consider brodies interpretation onherown
secular terms that
is from within the horizon of the naturalistic assumptions of the
professional historian with which she worked 45 he differs from
brodie in at least two fundamental ways first he has criticized
sources upon which brodie relies and has demonstrated fundamental flaws in her treatment of the kirtland period 46 second unlike
brodie he does not think the historian can prove conclusively
one way or the other josephs call to his divine mission 47
attempting to distinguish his own position from that of brodie
who according to hill assumed it was possible to prove on the basis
of his limitations that joseph smith was a fraud and that of orson
pratt who hill claims assumed it was possible to prove on the basis
of his accomplishments that joseph was a prophet hill suggested
that historians should explore the broad promising middle ground
1148
48
which neither pratt nor brodie fully perceived 7148
while hill disputes some of brodies speculations as to the
initial secular nature of the book of mormon he seems close to
accepting some of her views on the cultural conditioning of the
books contents when he insists upon the romantic disposition of
cormons
the book of mormons
Mormons plot and central characters its negative
calvinistic view of man and its rationalistic arguments for the
49 much like brodie he has also linked the book
existence of god 1149
of mormon with what he calls joseph smiths magical world
view claiming that there was certainly more continuity between
the money digging religious culture and the early mormon
movement than some historians have recognized for hill the
traditional magician like joseph smith searched for buried
treasure healed the sick interpreted dreams forecast the future and
translated ancient hieroglyphics 50
elaborating the connection between the book of mormon and
nineteenth century america hill writes theologically the book
of mormon was a mediating text standing between orthodox cal
Armin ians similarly passages which are
vinists and emerging arminians
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strongly anti universalist suggest once again the calvinistic inclinations in the text while others speak against the doctrine of
election mediation rather than arminianism seems evident here
also mediation seems evident in the ambivalent position on the
trinity after examining the stance of the book of mormon in
relation to the theological controversies of joseph smiths day hill
concludes its message appealed to common men with sectarian or
money
ey digging backgrounds it was a jeremiad addressed to the
mon
american indians part of the house of israel 51
while hill rejects what he terms brodies sectarian account
of the origins of the book of mormon he also sees joseph smith as
responding to cultural forces suggesting that josephs visions
including those that attended the production of the book of mormon were influenced by the great stress initiated by the building of
the erie canal and other potent social cultural and economic
changes citing a discussion by mario de pillis he claims early
mormon visions and dreams brought surcease from emotional and
intellectual stress among those confused and bewildered by ideo5552
1152
52 joseph and
logical and emotional turmoil in western new york 5152
the witnesses saw the plates as a result of their own psychological
and religious needs 53 therefore he says josephs revelations
may not deserve the label of fraud any more than the apostles
54 hill adopts a brodie like
testimony of the resurrection of christ 1154
evolutionary view of josephs expanding role as prophet suggesting that some things concerning josephs early visions which
may have been looked upon as natural in the early years took on
5555
1155
55 joseph like others
more miraculous significance as time passed 1555
of his time could think his dreams or visions had cosmic significance because he did not have the benefits of sigmund freud
freuds
fraudss
analysis of dreams 56
although hill apparently agrees with brodie and morgan on
the necessity of professional historians writing history in naturalistic terms he has proposed an important innovation that may avoid
the question begging that mars the work of brodie and morgan
according to hill historians cannot provide satisfactory answers to
the prophetfraud
prophet fraud dichotomy because such questions are simply
beyond the range of historical inquiry 57 hill seems to believe it is
possible for scholars as a methodological matter to suspend
judgments on such questions as the existence of god and the
ultimate authenticity of the boek
book of mormon he writes

the historian has no sources written with the finger of god to prove
that joseph smith was called to his divine mission nor does he have
any human sources to prove conclusively that he was not ones
answers to this cosmic question depend entirely upon the assump
assume
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eions
tions he brings to it assumptions about the nature of the world and
mans place in it these rest in the last analysis upon personal

predilection not historical evidence

58

the

problem with this methodological suspension of judgment
presumably necessary to recover the past in an objective waye
is
way
that it cannot wholly reside in the attitude adopted by the historian
while fashioning an explanation it also includes the implicit assumptions behind the categories and explicit assumptions employed by the historian if these categories and assumptions actually
jud gement then they are not question begging unfortususpend judgement
nately however the models from the social and behavioral sciences from which hill draws social stress theories of revelation
the cultural connections of teachings in the book of mormon with
the calvinism of josephs immediate environment all involve
implicit assumptions about such questions as the existence of
51
god 59
for example if visions of angels and plates are psychological responses to severe social stress then they are not what
joseph smith claimed they were therefore hills version of the
foundation experiences unfortunately suffers from the same sort of
question begging that mars the work of brodie and morgan the
question begging assumptions are obscured by denying the relevance
prophet fraud dichotomy claiming that the historian cannot or
of the prophetfraud
ought not makejudgments about the authenticity ofjosephs
joseph s prophetic
of Josephs
charisma and appealing to a middle ground that supposedly
call or charisms
gets beyond the old sectarian controversies
there would be little reason to designate recent mormon
history new if there were not something that separated or distinguished it from an old mormon history the new mormon history
is new we are now told by one scholar at least in part because it adopts
the tools of the social and behavioral sciences and from religious
studies 60 others portray the new professionalization of mormon
history as arising from a dissatisfaction with the narrative and
inspirational histories produced in previous generations this dissatisfaction arose because those with graduate training in history
were accustomed to more rigorous standards of documentation
and were interested in different questions questions that seemingly required giving a naturalistic interpretation to certain historical themes sacred to the memories of latter day saints 61 thus the
new history would seem to appropriate its explanatory categories
and methodological assumptions from what are essentially modem
and secular modes of thought yet for all the history that has been
done under the umbrella of modernity there has been little effort to
uncover the background modes of thought the controlling categories and assumptions of joseph smith himself or other early
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mormon chronologers and little discussion of the effects that natural
cistic interpretations or assumptions might have upon the themes
istic
sacred to the memory of latter day saints or even to the saints
collective memory
an analogy and comparison with the jewish experience of the
Wissen
Judentums and its aftermath may be instructive
schaft des judentums
wissenschaft
for uncovering at least some of the sources or perhaps even some
of the assumptions behind the dissatisfaction described by bitton
and arrington yosef hayim yerushalmi describes the modem
effort to reconstruct the jewish past as beginning at a time that
witnesses a sharp break in the continuity of jewish living and hence
also an ever growing decay of jewish group m
ememory
mory 62 the
jewish group memory perhaps surprisingly continued to decay in
spite of the increasing number and sophistication of jewish histori
fistori
cal writings or perhaps because of them unlike modem historical
remem
inquiry yerushalmi demonstrates the biblical appeal to kemem
not only
ber thus has little to do with curiosity about the past
is israel under no obligation whatever to remember the entire past
but its principle of selection is unique unto itself it is above all
gods acts of intervention in history and mans responses to them
1163
63
be they positive or negative that must be recalled 1563
in an introduction to the 1989 edition of yerushalmis
Yerush almis book harold bloom
notes that bakhor
zakhor as a word has a much wider range than reunenglish
also to act
member
has in inenglish
memberhas
english since in hebrew to remember is aiso
alsoto
for this reason the nature of hebrew memory is uniquely selective about what is recalled calling for a particular kind of acting
rather than for any curiosity about the past therefore the priest
and the prophet become the masters of memory and historians
become unlikely figures 64
the irony of the striking differences between ancient and medieval jewish memory and modem efforts at jewish history is not lost
upon yerushalmi he notes 1 I live within the ironic awareness that the
very mode in which 1I delve into the jewish past represents a decisive
break with that past part of the irony lies in the realization that only
in the modem era do we really find for the first time a jewish
historiography divorced from jewish collective memory and in crucial respects thoroughly at odds with it at the same time who
can be expected to step into the breach if not the historian Is it not both
his chosen and appointed task to restore the past to us all65 but the
historian trained with modes of thought alien to memory and even
thoroughly at odds with it is according to yerushalmi at least part of
the problem and therefore may be incapable of offering something
approaching a cure the parallel of jewish and mormon memory and
jewish and mormon history cannot be entirely lost upon us
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the new mormon history

with its dissatisfaction with
earlier ways and modes of memorializing
memorial izing the past not only differs
from some of its own intellectual predecessors in adopting models
drawn from the social and behavioral sciences it also differs from
much older and more venerable histories in fundamental ways for
example one cannot find anything like an appeal to facts in any
scriptural chronicle the scriptural chronicles are written under an
entirely different set of assumptions from those that govern modem
histories the appeal to facts by modem historians is often
symptomatic of positivism or historical objectivism serving as a
vehicle to subtly transform the faith and erode memory 66 much of
the new mormon history is written in such a way as to exclude or
bracket what scripture understands as the mighty acts of god these
mighty acts are precisely what are essential for the collective
memory of the saints what yerushalmi calls gods acts of
intervention in history 67
but perhaps the most prominent modernist feature of the new
history and certainly one of the features it emphasizes is its appeal
to naturalistic assumptions such assumptions we are told allow
historians greater sophistication in dealing with the past and are
justified because they provide the saints a more reliable and usable
past but these assumptions have also served to transform both the
content and substance of the foundation experiences 68 from within
the enchantment of naturalistic assumptions leading historians
have called for a radical new understanding of the book of mormon
one divorced from the traditional understanding and thoroughly at
odds with the saints collective memory
from the very beginning the book of mormon has served as
a vessel of memory and identity for the saints it sets them apart
from the world and orients them in gods plan if the book of
mormon is true if it is authentic history brought forth in the last days
for the wise purposes of god then the saints have good reason for
faith and a genuine hope for a trust in god if the book of mormon
is the product of deliberate deception or the sincere psychological
delusion caused by severe stress the saints have no reason for faith
or for hope

NOTES
ileonardj
arrington scholarly studies of mormonism in the twentieth century dialogue
leonard J arlington
A journal ofmormon
of mormon thought I 1966 28 this essay is a modified version of his the secularization
1

of mormon history and culture delivered at the western history association 16 october 1965 in which
is fair game for
the statement reads somewhat differently any particular feature of mormon life
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objective complete examination they those promoting the mormon history association anddialogue
and dialogue
believe that mormon history can be humanized without completely throwing out the dogma of the
immaculateness ofthe
odthe
of the churche
ofmormon
churchs origin 20 the call for naturalistic historical explanations of mormon
things is not uncommon see for example davis bitton and leonard J arrington cormons
mormons and their
historians salt lake city university of
1988 131 32 lawrence foster new perspectives
ofutah
utah press 1988131
on the mormon past sunstone 17 january february 198245
1982 45aadreligionandsexuality
andreligion
and Religion andsexuality
and Sexuality theshakers
tre shakers
the
cormons and the oneida community urbana university ofofillinois
the mormons
1984 294 97 and robert
illinois press 1984294
flanders some reflections on the new mormon history dialogue A journal ofmormon
of mormon thought 9
spring 1974 34 41
2affington
raffington
amngton scholarly studies of mormonism 28 n 44 arrington reported that at least one
critic
cntic
antic expressed concern over the possibility of naturalistic histories asking Is it really possible to
ofmormon history without destroying church doctrines regarding historical events
humanize all phases of mormon
events99

commenting on the manuscript of scholarly studies dale morgan observed more generally 1I
would say that what principally troubles me about your essay is that its more critical comments are
offered anonymously in your footnotes one is led to wonder whether one reader is not truly your
own alter ego merely a literary device for getting over some important points without stirring
wing
ning up
fing
stif
trouble dale morgan to leonard J arrington 19 november 1965
196522 dale morgan microfilm MS
bx 2 fid 10 special collections department university of utah library salt lake city
560 ax
hereafter cited as morgan microfilm
30ther
other essays raising questions about the apparent assumptions of certain modem approaches to
mormon history include neal W kramer looking for god in history the modem critique of
positivism demands reevaluation of the prevailing historiography sunstone 8 january april 1983
15 17
david E bohn
17davide
bonn no higher ground sunstone 8 may june 1983 26 32 and the urden
B
DavidE
burden
june 1985 2 33louisc
10june
of proof sunstone 10
louls C midgley faith and history in to be learned
louis

Is good if
isgoodif

ed

robert L millet salt lake city bookcraft 1987219
1987 219 26 and the question

of faith and history paper delivered at the western history association meeting san antonio
texas 15 october 1981
4the
athe
vironmental
whe
seemarvm
vm
marvin
viron mental is borrowed from marvins
marvinS hill and richard L bushman see
earvins
the term en environmental
SeeMar
S hill richard L bushman scholar and apologist journal of
mormon history 11 1984 126
ofmormon
compare richard L bushman joseph smith and the beginnings ofmormonism
of Mormonism urbana university of

illinois press 1984 128
athe
5the
the label new mormon history sometimes refers to nothing more than all the history done
since approximately 1950 of mormon things however it often carries a more specific if narrowly
polemic meaning robert flanders for example describes the new history as a significantly different
understanding of the latter day saint past because of its shift of interest and emphasis from polemics
from attacking or defending assumptions of faith
additionally he claims it has provided a new
location where marginal latter day saints who hold some faith assumptions but reject others or who
are attached to mormon societies or social networks but not to the religion per se can share in the
dialogue some reflections on the new mormon history 3440 thomas G alexander describes the
new history as employing techniques derived frornhistorical
from historical humanistic social scientific andreligious
and religious
perspectives the new history is different from its predecessors alexander claims because it pays
more attention to the relationship between mormon and general US
U S historiography and insists upon
an understanding of ofdevelopment
development ratherthanjust
rather tha
thanjust
njust doctrinal exegesis toward the new mormon history
an examination of the literature on the latter day saints in
m the far west in historians and the
american west ed michael P malone lincoln university of nebraska press 1983 344 352 357
gln
gin
in a letter to brodie on 10 september 1943 morgan wrote 1 I think LDS apostle david 0
mckay really was thinking that it would be a hell of a note to be uncle to a naturalistic biographer of the
prophet the rather casual use of such language suggests that the rhetoric was already im
n place and was
not new or unfamiliar john phillip walker ed dale morgan on early mormonism correspondence and
new history S ait
alt lake city signature books 19
a newhistorysaltlakecity
86 46 walkers volume contains a useful collection
198646
of morgans letters however it also omits important letters and letter fragments when a letter or
m this volume walker will be the source cited
manuscript
manuscript is available in
B H roberts studies odthe
bnghamd
brighamd
hamD madsen with a biographical essay
ofthe
of the book ofmormon
of mormon ed Brig
mcmunn
by sterling M mcmumn
mcmunin urbana university of illinois press 1985
8brodie
bbrodie
brodle
brodie had probably seen a copy of robertss
robertas parallel and was dependent upon it when she
fashioned her argument against the authenticity of the book of mormon see fawn M brodie to sterling
mcmumn
M Mc
Muffin 6 november 1977 fawn M brodie collection MS 360 ax
mcmuffin
mcduffin
bx 8 fid 6 special collections
department university of utah library salt lake city hereafter cited as brodie papers compare no
man knows my history the life of ofjoseph
joseph smith the mormon prophet 2d
ad ed new york alfred A

knopf
knopf197147
197147
asee
9see
see morgan to brodie 14 14january
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49 27 april 194452 54 and28august
194346 4927
and 28 august 19446719434649
7711 in on early mormonism see morgan to brodie thanksgiving day 1943 MS 360 bx
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morgans review appeared in saturday review 24 november 194578
orthis
of this
194578 A photocopy ofthis
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review may
m the brodie papers MS 360
be found in
fid 9 for the morgan to brodie correspondence
bx 88fld
maybe
360bx
igo 165
150 150d 154160
see on early mormonism 92 101 106 115 145 150150d
154 160
I1
16 december 1945aphotocopyofthis
A photocopy of this review
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bx 8 fid 9
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historicist
histoncist
histon
of opinions and assumptions articulated
histon cism and historicism
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the words historicism
historic
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histon cism is G P gooch history and historians in
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m the nineteenth century an accessible version of
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of the positivist position is sterling M mcmurnn
mcmurrin comments on the meaning of immortality
a portion ofthe
unreligion reason and truth historical essays in the philosophy of ofreligion
in inreligion
religion
religion salt lake city university
of utah press 1982 alfred jules ayer language truth and logic new york dover publications
1952 provides a short and useful introduction to modem positivist arguments I1 shall for the most part
borrow Gadamers term historical objectivism to describe the cluster ofpositivist
of positivist assumptions used by
gademer
many historians see
Ga damer truth any
and method ed and
hansgeorg
trans garrett barden new york
andmethod
andtrans
seehans
hans georg gadamer
leehans
continuum 1975 192 214 also hermeneutics and historicism
Histon cism in supplement 1I to truth and
histon cism and historical
method 460 91 the questions surrounding historicism
histoncal objectivism are important for
understanding the current crisis in mormon historiography see thomas G alexander historiography
autumn 198625
49 an approach to the mormon past
and the new mormon history dialogue 19
1986 2519
19autumn
dialogue 16 winter 1983 146 48 and substantial important and brilliant dialogue 18 winter
1985 185 87 leonard J arrington reflections on the founding and purpose of the mormon history
of Mormon history 10 1983 91 103 david earl bonn
association 1965 1983 journal ofmormon
bohn no higher
ground sunstone 8 may june 1983 26 32 and the burden of proof sunstone 10 june 1985
thomasg
33m
G alexander
for the new mormon history thomasa
M gerald bradford the case forthe
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Alexan derand
and his critics
thomas
dialogue 21 winter 1988 143 50 lawrence foster bohna fide article sunstone 8 november
december 1983 4 5 klaus hansen jan shipps and the mormon tradition journal of mormon
45 marvin S hill richard L bushman 125 33 and the new mormon
history 11 1984 135
1355
history reassessed in light of recent books on joseph smith and mormon origins dialogue 21
autumn 1988 115 127 martin E marty two integrities
m mormon
integnties an address to the crisis in
1983 3 19
101983
historiography journal ofmormon
louls C midgley faith and history in
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16
16morgan
morgan to brooks 15 december 1945 on early mormonism 86 morgan went on to illustrate
his rejection of divine things with a personal story when I1 was eight or ten or so and a regular sunday
school goer in our ward I1 saw a rather handsome boy four or five years older than 1I named edwin wells
he was then a deacon I1 think he looked to me somehow sanctified and set apart beautiful and holy well
juanita as I1 contemplated him revelation came upon me and I1 knew I1 knew that I1 was seeing there before
me in the flesh a future president of the church it was a knowledge superior to reason in short it was of
the very stuff of our missionarys
mission arys knowledge above except that for some fifteen years or so 1I have felt a
certain skepticism about the validity of that revelation in his 20 december letter to devoto morgan
related this same story and drew further consequences but remembering that experience and remembering further what it is like to get struck with a big idea I1 can conceive that josephs revelations were
honestly arrived at some of them at any rate if not precisely after the fashion his followers may have
believed with no opening of the heavens in any way involved morgan to devoto 20 december 1945
on early mormonism 98
17
17morgan
morgan to brooks 15 december 1945 on early mormonism 87
18
18morgan
morgan to brooks on early mormomsm
mormonism 87
19
19morgan
morgan to S A burgess 26 april 1943 on early mormomsm
mormonism 43 the extent of morgans
involvement in historicism
histoncal objectivism is traceable through the categories he employed to
histon cism and historical
explain mormon things and through the rhetoric he employed to justify those categones
cate
gones he told burgess
categories
ofviey
active point ofview
ctive
of view and concluded that
that we desired to draw a picture of mormon beliefs from an jobje
objective
obje
of our interpretation morgan to burgess I1 july 1942 on early
letter by insisting upon the objectivity ofour
olour
mormomsm
mormonism 3540 in a letter to fawn brodie morgan described the need for an objective study of
canites morgan to brodie 10 september 1943 on early mormonism 47 he portrayed the mothe danites
ti
to try to tread objectively between
tivation for his own inquiry into mormon things as a challenge
warring points of view to get at the facts uncover them for facts and see what the facts have to say to a
1211 he described
mormonism 12
reasonable intelligence morgan to brooks 23 may 1946 on early mormomsm
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the only historically valid methodology as marshalling the facts and seeing what they add up
bistor
histor ical
to morgan to devoto 20 december 1945 on early mormonism 95 appeals to a historical
113 145 149 151 161 162 164
100113
loo
objectivist objectivity and facts can be found on pages 100
175 and 184 see also his memo from dale
properly critical and scientifically objective
morgan 1 brodie papers NIS
MS 360 ax
bx 7 fid 1
morgan expressed something of his historicism
historicist
histoncist
histon
ist inclinations when insisting that joseph in a
cist
historic
Jack soman upsurge of the common man
ofthe
of the jacksonian
major degree is best interpreted as an astonishing reflection odthe
he was perfectly the expression of the zeitgeist morgan to brodie 28 august 1944 on early mormonism 68 he told devoto every man is the product of total environment acting upon the biological

Jacksoman thesis morgan to devoto 2 january 1946 on early
and went on to elaborate his jacksonian
organism
mormonism 109 110 11 on early mormonism omits the date of this letter and incorrectly attributes the letter as being addressed to fawn brodie on the page headings see also morgan to
devoto 20 december 1945 on early mormonism 92
20
20morgan
morgan to brooks 15 december 1945 on early mormonism 88 89
21
21morgan
morgan to brooks 15 december 1945 on early mormonism 89 see also morgan to devoto
20 december 1945 on early mormonism 96 1 I1 find it a good deal more reasonable to conjecture that
ochis
his curtain and that idea seems to me to enforce
of
joseph had an opened bible with him on the other side ofhis
mormon compare marvin
of the book of ofmormon
ofthe
a conception that conscious deception entered into the writing odthe
in secular or sectarian history
history99 A critique of no man knows my
hills ideas on a middle ground m
history church history 43 march 1974 96 and also in brodie revisited A reappraisal dialogue
prophet fraud dichotomy louis midgley suggests that joseph
7 winter 1972 72 85 recasting the prophetfraud
smiths prophetic claims are such that they present the believer and unbeliever alike with either a prophet
nhet alternative
prophet
or not pro
the challenge of historical consciousness 519
aton
2 on
2ton
early mormonism contains a version of morgans rough draft chapter on the book of
mormon 30919
309 19 unfortunately on early mormonism does not include morgans important letter
mormons morgan
fragments indicating at least some of the reasons he could not finish his book the cormons
thought he could produce the definitive history of the church as early as april 1942 he lived almost
thirty more years and worked on his project for some seventeen years before abandoning it morgan to
194622 brodie papers
brooks 12 april 1942 on early mormonism 26 morgan to brodie 28 january 1946
MS 360 ax
bx 7 fid 7
23
23morgan
morgan on early mormonism 278 3 10
10
24
24morgan
ax
morgan to madeline reeder mcquown madeline reeder mcquown collection MS 143 bx
2 fid 11 special collections department university of utah library salt lake city
15
15morgan
morgan on early mormonism 311 312 313 318
226leo
leo strauss identifies a dogmatic atheism in sociological or psychological theories regarding religion this atheism presents itself as merely methodological or hypothetical and is hence
uncritical and unreflective liberalism ancient and modern new york basic books 1968 218
27fawn
bx 9 fid 3
fawn brodie to jerome stoffel 3 november 1967 2 brodie papers MS 360 ax
28
28fawn

fawn mckay brodie an oral history interview

summer 1981 106 the
dialogue interview is condensed from a much longer oral history see biography of fawn mckay
brodie 0 H 1523 interviewed by shirley E stephenson 30 november 1975 typescript 1 52
of the
ofthe
fullerton oral history program california state university fullerton calif the dialogue version odthe
dialogue

14

interview is garbled in at least one place
29fawn
cormons comments
american ethnic groups the mormons
fawn brodie harvard encyclopedia of ofamerican
bx 68 fid 13 this is not an entirely uncommon opinion
on the manuscript 3 brodie papers MS 360 ax
see for example meivin
melvln
melvin T smith faithful history hazards and limitations journal ofmormon
of mormon
History Secular faith dialogue 16 winter 1983 69
history 9 1982 68 and faithful historysecular
30
30oral
oral history dialogue 109 morgan to brodie 7 january 1946 on early mormonism 118
3 113rodie
113
brodle
brodie no man knows my history 67
rodie
rodle
32
32brodie
brodie
brodle no man knows my history 69
33
33brodie
brodle
brodie no man knows my history 46 italics added compare on early mormonism

orai

310

19
34
34brodie

brodle
brodie no man
3513
brodle
brodie
rodle no man
rodie
3613
grodie
brodie
rodle
rodie no man
37
3713
3713rodie
brodie no man
rodle
rodie

knows my history 47
70
6970
knows my history 58 59 60 62 63 69
knows my history 413 416417 415
knows my history 417 2 11
38to
to begin to explore the frontiers of such speculation see brodies notes of various meetings
of the los angeles interdisciplinary psychoanalytic group original notes first J S meetings &
greenacre joseph smith first meeting in brodie papers NIS
fad
MS 360 ax
bx 8 f1d
fid 2 and a short piece
ax 8 fid 1 for instance in his operation as a child he was
m brodie papers MS 360 bx
the impostor in
godt the angel showed joseph smith a sword the
saved by amputation castration by his mother and gods
phallus a breastplate and two stones the mother and the golden plates anal element
39
robert flanders some reflections on the new mormon history 35
40
40arrington
mormons and their historians 111
Arrington and bitton cormons
41
41marvin
Marvin S hill brodie revisited A reappraisal dialogue 7 winter 1972 72 85 and
history99 78 96 hill deals with some aspect of brodies work imn the following
secular or sectarian history
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books and essays the historiography of mormonism church history 28 december 1959
419420
1959419420
joseph smith and the 1826 trial new evidence and new difficulties BYU studies 12 winter 1972
Ander sons
223232 review of ofrichard
richard L andersons
sens joseph smiths new england heritage in the new england
andersens
quarterly 46 march 1973 157 the prophet puzzle assembled or how to treat our historical
101
diplopia toward joseph smith journal ofmormon
marsin S hill C keith
loi1 marvin
of mormon history 3 1976 10
rooker and larry T wimmer the kirtland economy revisited A market critique ofsectarian
of sectarian econote on joseph smiths first
anoteonjosephsmithsfirst
nomics provo brigham young university press 1977316245969 A
vision and its import in the shaping of early mormonism dialogue 12 spring 1979 90 cultural
monnon kingdom A reconsideration of the causes of kirtland dissent church history
crisis in the mormon
m the burned over district another view new
49 september 1980 286 the rise of mormonism in
york history 61 october 1980 411 the first vision controversy A critique and reconciliation
dialogue 15 summer 1982 31 money digging folklore and the beginnings of mormonism an
24 fall 1984 483 the new mormon history reassessed in
interpretative suggestion BYU studies 2.4
light of recent books on joseph smith and mormon origins dialogue 21 autumn 1988 116 and
quest por
flightfrom
questfor
salt
lake city signature 1989424
saltlake
from american pluralism sait
for refuge the mormon Flight
42hill
hill brodie revisited 7473
43see
see hill secular or sectarian history 7 88 89 96 brodie revisited 72
78 and histo7278
riography
of mormonism 420
rio
any
44see
see for example klaus J hansen mormonism andtheamerican
and the american experience 10 27248 and
jan shipps mormonism 1 65 on the fringe of such explanations george D smiths joseph smith and
radical izing of
the book of mormon free inquiry 4 winter 1983 21 3 11 represents an updating and radicalizing
brodies views though without her stylistic flourish
45hill
72
hill brodie revisited 73
7372
46see
see for example the first vision controversy 31
44 where brodies and wesley
3114
Wal
terss views of the first vision are criticized compare A note on joseph smiths first vision 96
walterss
salterss
97 see also joseph smith and the 1826 trial 223 33 and hill rooker and wimmer the kirtland
economy revisited
47hill
hill brodie revisited 72 hill does not indicate why such questions are beyond the limits
of historical inquiry
48hill
sectarian history 7 9680 others have given this middle ground approach
hill secular or orsectarian
45 and alexander substantial important and
historicism
the label histon
14445
cism see hansen jan shipps 144
brilliant 186
marvin S hill review of the mormon experience A history of the latter day saints by
leonardj arrington and davis bitton american historicalreview
1979 1488 richard
Historical Review 84 december 19791488
bushman 125 26 and A note on joseph smiths first vision 94 see also secular or sectarian
history7
history7 86 87 where hill reports brodies views on the ethan smith theory of the origin of the book
of mormon but does not dispute her claims hill also skirts the issue
issue of the origin of the book of mormon
por
in quest
questfor
tor refuge reporting the so called spaulding theory and brodies environmental theory he
for
ofmormon has remained
ofthe
of the origin odthe
ofthe
writes although brodie has had her critics her version odthe
ofthe book of mormon
24

fonny four years
forty
the most widely accepted one in non mormon scholarly circles during the past forny
significantly the next paragraph begins whatever the origins of the book of mormon leaving the
quest jor
reader to decide for himself joseph smiths own account is nowhere reported questjor
for refuge 24
compare richard L bushman joseph smith 128 39 where many of brodies assertions about the
comparerichard
sources of the book of mormon are disputed

50hill
21
quest por
2021
hill questfor
for refuge 20
5
por
22
questfor
hill quest
2122
for refuge 21
417 420 and
hlll
13417420
hill secular and sectarian history 811 the rise of mormonism 411 13
the prophet puzzle assembled 102 04 for other arguments emphasizing stress see thomas G
alexander wilford woodruff and the changing nature of mormon religious experience church
history 45 march 1976 57 67 leonard J arrington
arlington and davis bitton the mormon experience A
history of the latter day saints new york alfred A knopf 1979 18 19 gordon S wood evannew york history 61 october 1980 361 379 jan shipps
gelical america and early mormonism
mormonism 42ff and hansen mormonism and the american experience 1 3
5z42ff
hill11 secular or sectarian history 7 92 see also brodie revisited 81 84
54
93
8193
hill secular or sectarian history 7 81
55hill
hill secular or sectarian history 7 92 hill cites a portion of josephs 1832 history as an
example smith said in his unpublished history that when the angel first came to him to tell him of the
plates he thought it was a dream but later changed his mind it seems more likely from the history itself
however that joseph was not referring to the vision of the night before but to the three unsuccessful
attempts to take the plates josephs words read as follows he appeared unto me three times in one
night and once on the next day and then I1 immediately went to the place and found where the plates
was deposited as the angel of the lord had commanded me and straightway made three attempts to
breem of vision but when
get them and then being exceedingly
excedingly frightened I1 supposed it had been a dreem
excedmgly
ofjoseph smith
Dean C jessee ed and comp the personal writings of joseph
iconsidred I1 knew it was not
nordean
notdean
salt lake city deseret book 1984 7 compare history ofjoseph
of joseph smith by his mother lucy
mack smith salt lake city bookcraft 1958 83 84
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56hill
hill brodie revisited

80
5711
5711ill
history77 80 compare arrington and
iii
ill brodie revisited 72 and secular or sectarian history
hill
mormon experience 5 and jan shipps mormonism xi an
xii and 39 this experiential process
xn
bitton the
themormon
as far
legitimized the prophets centrality to the enterprise which means that asfar
tar as history is concerned the
question of whether smith was a prophet or fraud is not particularly important italics in original
lawrence foster takes a somewhat different tack suggesting that the development of a comprehensive
naturalistic explanation of the book of mormon could go beyond the conventional mormon view that
nuth or the conventional anti
antl mormon view that it is a conscious
it is a literal history translated by joseph S smith
ofmormon is probably best understood at least in pan
part as a trance
fraud foster suggests that the book of mormon
related production joseph then becomes an unusually gifted trance figure perhaps one of the most
available
liable evidence that the book of
gifted figures in the history of religion foster insists given the ava
mormon should properly be viewed
as a work of inspiration or revelation rather than as a literal
translation or history in any sense from a mormon perspective he claims the book could then be
described as divinely inspired from a non mormon viewpoint
view point it could be seen as an unusually
of removing the
sophisticated product ofunconscious
of unconscious and little known mental processes the advantage ofremoving
question of whether the book of mormon is literal translation or history is that it shifts attention from
whether any golden plates ever existed or whether
theunrewarding and ultimately irrelevant question of
ofwhetherany
the unrewarding
odthe
ofmormon was a literal history to the far more important and fascinating question ofthe
of the content
the book of mormon
sexuality 294296 97 foster
andsexuality
and meaning of
this most extraordinary religious document religion and
orthis
ofthis
does not indicate what consequences if any his reinterpretation may have upon the community of faith
or even if that community can survive such a shift
58hill
hill brodie revisited 72

59hill
hill new mormon history 125
60
60alexander
alexander toward the new mormon history 360
6
cormons and their historians 129 13
1311
arrington and bitton mormons
62yosefhayirn
and jewish memory seattle university of
yosefhayim
Yosef Hayim yerushalmi zakhorjewish
bakhor jewish history andjewish
zakhor
ani
washington press 1982 86
63
63yerushalmi
yerushalmi zakhor
bakhor 10 11
64yosefhayim
yosef hayim yerushalmi bakhor
zakhor jewish history andjewish
and jewish memory new york schocken
books 1989 xvi
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